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ISPC Commentary on the proposal for CRP1.1 Strategic Research Theme 5: Enhancing the in situ 
management of agrobiodiversity management 
 
 
Summary 
The ISPC notes that this proposal has a different origin from the 15 CRPs identified in the CGIAR’s 
Strategy and Results Framework, which have been previously considered for funding by the Fund 
Council. The cover letter from the Consortium Board Chair notes that this proposal derives from the 2011 
Genetic Resources Scoping Study commissioned by the Consortium, and it proposes to become a new 
component of CRP1.1 Dryland Systems, which is currently in its inception phase. In addition to assessing 
the merits of the proposal against the CRP appraisal criteria, the ISPC has therefore also assessed the 
proposal’s fit with CRP1.1 and its justification with reference to the Scoping Study. 
 
The Scoping Study considered the CRP proposals available at the time (prior to February 2011) to 
identify cross-cutting genetic resources-related issues across CRPs and Centers. Regarding genetic 
resources overall, the study concluded that while ‘a case can be made for developing a CRP around 
genetic resources as a research, conservation, and service program’, alternative mechanisms were more 
advisable, including systemwide coordination of research in these areas. Genetic resources policy and 
informatics were highlighted as cross-CRP areas that required on-going specialist attention.  Regarding in 
situ conservation, two areas were discussed in the Scoping Study: crop wild relatives and animal genetic 
resources. For in situ conservation of livestock, the Scoping Study stated that ‘the CGIAR should (1) 
increase its level of engagement in animal genetic resources conservation research, and (2) seek synergies 
between the livestock and aquatic animal areas in its operational activities’. In response, livestock issues 
have been included in the proposal now submitted. 
 
Recently, the Consortium also submitted a proposal for consideration that addresses the long-term 
funding and management of the CGIAR genebanks. The ‘Genebanks’ proposal addresses several areas 
highlighted in the Scoping Study (for instance management oversight of plant ex situ conservation, 
development of a global system for plant genetic resources, and the information system GENESYS).  In 
addition, most of the other CRPs include genetic resources research components (as identified in the 
Scoping Study), including some in situ research. Given this situation, and assuming that the Genebanks 
research support program will be endorsed, rationale for a separate proposal on in situ conservation is not 
clear. This is particularly so when the new area of work would be equivalent in budgetary terms to a CRP 
with a global mandate even though it is “hosted” within an ecoregionally focused CRP1.1. Moreover, the 
Agrobiodiversity proposal represents a significant expansion of current in situ research activities of the 
participating Centers beyond the needs identified in the Scoping Study. 
 
In its assessment, the ISPC found the proposal lacking when judged by the agreed upon criteria for review 
of CRPs, especially with regard to strategic coherence and objectives, delivery orientation and impact 
pathways, science quality, and management and accountability. The benefits to livelihoods, agricultural 
productivity, nutrition, and environmental sustainability arising from in situ conservation are assumed by 
the proposal as obvious and proven when in fact there is little scientific evidence to support such claims. 
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Indeed, there are a number of critical hypotheses about impact pathways that need to be tested as 
elaborated in comments that follow our recommendation. For example, there are questions about farmer 
incentives for sustained conservation; divergence of benefits and trade-offs at local, national, and global 
scales; the complementarity of different conservation strategies and their dynamics over the longer term; 
mechanisms and conditions of in situ conservation benefits to environmental sustainability; and trade-offs 
between conservation- and productivity-increasing technologies to name a few. And despite these 
important unanswered questions, the proposal lacks testable hypotheses to address them. Other 
deficiencies in the proposal include lack of clarity about the CGIAR’s comparative advantage, integration 
of the proposed research with appropriate CRPs for impact, and criteria and metrics to monitor progress 
towards impact on CGIAR System-level objectives (SLOs). The management and governance 
arrangements under CRP1.1 and its lead Center ICARDA are also problematic with regard to 
accountability and structure given that the Agrobiodiversity component has limited linkages with the core 
research of CRP1.1 on dryland systems. Finally, it seems inconsistent with the CGIAR reform process to 
add a CRP-size component into another CRP, which has different objectives and scope and which is in 
the process of defining its research focus. 
 
Despite shortcomings of the current Agrobiodiversity proposal, the ISPC considers research on in situ 
genetic resources conservation and utilization to be of importance to the CGIAR and acknowledges the 
need for well-designed and well-coordinated activities in this area across existing CRPs and in 
collaboration with external partners. In order for such research to have potential for impact its impact 
pathways and hypotheses would need to be integrated with appropriate CRPs rather than establishing a 
free standing program. Better coordination or strengthening of some essential areas of genetic resources 
research in the current CRPs could be a mechanism to accomplish this. For instance, given that in situ 
conservation is already included in several CRPs, such as CRP3.4 and the three ecosystem CRP1 
programs, relevant research contributing to program objectives could be strengthened in those CRPs. 
Genomics competence and strengths in GIS mapping of agrobiodiversity in the commodity CRPs could 
be marshaled in this effort. Some activities on crop wild relatives also are included in the commodity 
CRPs for their respective crops.  In contrast, research on in situ conservation of livestock deserves 
specific examination. The Scoping Study concluded that the CGIAR did not seem to have a critical mass 
or competency to mount a credible program, suggesting that the Consortium establish a task force to 
generate a comprehensive options appraisal for the conservation and sustainable use of livestock and fish 
genetic resources. Neglected and underutilized crops (NUS) research is a component in CRP2, which 
could also accommodate policy research, particularly in support of international treaties and agreements.  
However, the ISPC agrees with the Scoping Study and with the Consortium Board that genetic resources 
policy research and support activities cut across the CRPs and Centers and these aspects need to be 
coordinated with all CRPs that have research on genetic resources. The means of doing this is not 
addressed by the current Agrobiodiversity proposal. In summary, a convincing overall CGIAR strategy 
for genetic resources research on in situ conservation and use of agrobiodiversity is not provided by the 
current proposal and remains to be addressed. 
 
Recommendation 
The ISPC recommends that the proposal be rejected (Fund Council Category IV for decision 
making) because: (1) the proposal does not fit as a stand-alone component within CRP1.1 to which it is 
only peripherally related (2) the scientific justification and quality of the proposed work is weak, and (3) 
the plausibility of impact is low. Having made this recommendation, the ISPC believes the CGIAR has a 
role to play in research on in situ conservation and utilization of agrobiodiversity and encourages 
continued efforts to define this role and come up with a credible proposal in a manner that supports the 
CGIAR reform. The ISPC believes that the Consortium Board should provide active leadership in uniting 
the CGIAR approach to genetic resources and global and regional arrangements for genetic resources 
conservation, research and policy. 
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Strategic coherence and clarity of Program objective 
 
A major weakness of the proposal is lack of strategic coherence.  The proposal is not based on a careful 
discussion of the drivers of changes in agricultural biodiversity (some of which result from agricultural 
development and farmers’ desire for better agricultural productivity), which would be a prerequisite to 
identify the most appropriate researchable issues. The proposal is divided into five activities: establishing 
research sites and collecting data; developing and testing ways to strengthen in situ conservation; ensuring 
that biodiversity is better utilized at the research and farm level; providing information about in situ 
management and biodiversity; and improving the formation of policies, treaties and operating procedures 
to strengthen biodiversity, in situ conservation especially. However, it is very difficult to detect the 
linkages and sequential coherence between these activities. The main in situ biodiversity resources, crop 
wild relatives in natural habitats and landscapes, landraces and NUS at farmers’ fields, and livestock in 
situ, are likely to require very specific and different approaches.  The proposal implicitly argues that the 
more agrobiodiversity there is the better for the goals CGIAR research pursues.  It assumes that all 
agricultural biodiversity is positive and there is no mention for instance of pests and pathogens that also 
evolve as part of conserved biodiversity.  There is no consideration of optimal thresholds, trade-offs 
between productivity goals and conservation goals or location issues—what kinds of agricultural 
biodiversity and in what types of locations are most likely to generate benefits to the environment, 
productivity and livelihoods.  The proposal relies very much on assumptions of benefits and there are 
major unsubstantiated claims.   
 
The focus is on the conservation for species and ecosystems (to be prioritized through participatory 
processes), rather than on approaches and principles that could be applied more broadly.  Eight hotspot 
sites are proposed, but it appears that these sites would be selected because they represent particular 
species rather than because they give a good range of circumstances for deriving principles.  Two CIP 
sites are mentioned (p11), but it is not clear if these would be two of the 8 hotspots.  Prioritization of 
species would seem to depend on consultation with all stakeholders, but that does not guarantee that the 
species selected would be most appropriate from a strategic point of view.  The examples given (list in 
Annex 2 from 1998 and Annex 3 including introduced crops of variable importance) are not much help. 
There is scant mention of any livestock breeds and where they would be studied. A more strategic focus, 
for instance using characteristics that drive population dynamics and thereby help generate broadly 
applicable principles, would be needed.  
 
The SRF System-level outcomes are referred to only in the vision statement. Beyond that there are no 
linkages to any of the outcomes although there are general statements implying benefits on, for instance, 
livelihoods, ecosystem services and nutrition.  There is a generic discussion of genetic resources and their 
importance to research and breeding, but the proposal lacks a strategic analysis of the relative importance, 
strengths and weaknesses, costs and timelines of in situ approaches as a complementary or alternative 
strategy to ex situ conservation.  Clear problem identification could be expected with explicit 
argumentation of why and how in situ conservation is the most advantageous strategy for addressing the 
problems. The CGIAR’s comparative advantage and unique role is specifically in the ex situ approaches 
(as also discussed in the Scoping Study).  There is no discussion on alternative research suppliers and the 
comparative advantage that the CGIAR has for in situ conservation, particularly in natural habitats. Other 
organizations, such as University of Birmingham would seem to have a stronger comparative advantage 
there.  It is also questionable whether studies on evolution on farm are a high priority for the CGIAR and 
required genomics competence for the program is not described. The proposal gives an impression that it 
is aimed at increasing in situ conservation per se without considering the relative importance of this area 
for the SLOs or the overall CGIAR research context.  
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There are elements in the proposal, for instance with regard to the benefits from diverse diets to health 
and nutrition, crop-specific activities on roots and tubers, underutilized crops, policies for facilitating 
conservation, and the role of diverse farming systems on alleviating risks that would seem best addressed 
in specific CRPs, or are already included in them (CRP4 on health and nutrition, 3.4 on roots, tubers and 
bananas, CRP 2 for NUS, and genetic resources policies, and the CRP1 series for specific genetic 
resources work and management of risk and vulnerability).  There may be overlaps that have not been 
explained. Relevant policy research, which has current importance particularly for the ex situ collections 
and implementation of the International Treaty for Plant Genetic Resources on Food and Agriculture 
(ITPGRFA; as discussed in the Scoping Study), has in the ISPC’s view high relevance across several 
CRPs but this proposal does not seem to be the best mechanism for achieving effective system 
coordination.  
 
Delivery focus and plausibility of impact 
 
Although the proposal has a very long list of outputs, their value regarding delivery of benefits or use in 
subsequent research is not clear.  There is both lack of clear sequence of activities and lack of any time 
frames to understand the feasibility of the research.  There is no discussion of how the information and 
experiences from the selected diversity hotspots would be used and how the objectives could be achieved 
on a global scale.  Furthermore, some of the expected benefits, such as evolution and benefits deriving 
from preservation of traditional knowledge are unknown both regarding the nature of their potential utility 
and the timeframe.  The proposal in many places highlights the potential benefits but there are no 
examples of such benefits that could be attributable to the research proposed.  The track record of the 
Centers in demonstrating outcomes and impacts in this area is not strong. 
 
The proposal lacks a credible theory of change towards the CGIAR objectives, but also at the level of 
enhancing in situ conservation. The assumption that ‘as the elements of in situ conservation and policies 
are addressed, they will contribute to the lubrication of the entire system, which will then begin to 
function more smoothly’ is not convincing.  Government policies for promoting conservation at farmer, 
organization and government levels are mentioned as important, but the proposal does not present a 
theory of how research can lead to changes in those policies and preferences. Recognition of ‘beneficial 
outcomes’ to humanity in generations to come and expecting a ‘virtuous circle’ to occur is insufficient. 
 
The proposal suffers too many general statements about cause and effect without adequate support. The 
impact pathway (p61) is at best generic and lacks the necessary, credible assumptions on how enhanced 
conservation, access to information and exchange lead to a better functioning agriculture system. 
Discussion on constraining factors is also completely lacking, both regarding biological and social 
constraints. Although farmers can benefit from agricultural biodiversity on farm, the level and type of 
diversity that is optimal for an individual farmer is unlikely to be optimal in terms of regional and global 
conservation and potential benefits for future generations worldwide.  The incentives and opportunity 
costs for farmers are not discussed.  The long-term sustainability of such conservation strategies over 
generations is also an issue as the agricultural sector develops. The lack of a sequence in the activities 
proposed or any consideration of what kinds of indicators would be used for measuring such factors 
would make it difficult to monitor progress. 
 
The proposal also lacks discussion on trade-offs. Only the trade-off between ecosystem benefits and the 
development of value chains is mentioned.  Even there, it is assumed that the presence of agrobiodiversity 
will deliver both.  This problem relates to the lack of hypotheses discussed later.  The justification 
presented for the proposed research seems to imply that current crop and livestock geneticists don’t have 
access to, or know how to use agricultural biodiversity.  Yet, for breeders who are potential users, there 
are also important trade-offs.  It is implausible that breeders will use in situ genetic resources when they 
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are not yet using the easily accessible ex situ collections to the fullest extent.  Similarly, genomics 
research uses breeders’ materials, collections and genetic stocks, and the in situ collections are unlikely to 
provide such easily accessed material. 
 
Although there is little detail, gender issues are inherent to the proposal, since management of 
agrobiodiversity is often a designated role for women. Discussion of capacity development focuses 
mostly on current problems rather than how the program will contribute to increasing capacity.  
 
Quality of science 
 
No research hypotheses are presented in the proposal. Rather, the proposal presents many assumptions; 
for instance on the value of ongoing evolution, of traditional knowledge, on net benefits of 
agrobiodiversity to farmers, on mechanisms of ecosystem services and on critical thresholds for diversity.  
Yet, the value of in situ conservation rests on these assumptions, particularly in cases where ex situ 
conservation is an alternative.  There is also little consideration of plant breeding as a means to speed up 
beneficial evolution (which otherwise is a long and uncertain process regarding benefits to agriculture) 
and the rapidly advancing research on genomics and other ‘omics’ that improve knowledge of how to 
alter the genetic make-up of crops, in particular. It is assumed that evolution is always positive and that it 
occurs simultaneously with the changing conditions, which is not the case.  Would farmers be willing to 
maintain particular farming systems for service of in situ conservation for evolution over generations?  
There should be important lessons from past research about these issues to guide specific strategies for the 
future, but the lessons section does not identify these opportunities. 
 
The key research questions listed are of variable clarity and relevance; many with broad content, such as 
analysis of ecosystem services, comprehensive food system analysis, seed management and value chains, 
control and access of traditional knowledge.  They do not reflect the experience and knowledge that 
Bioversity and other partners have accumulated over several years. Without research hypotheses, and any 
detail on approaches and methods, for instance in social science, these questions do not reflect a high 
quality of science.  The proposal is weak on livestock issues and yet 20% of the budget is allocated to 
ILRI. Social science research would seem very relevant, which is acknowledged for issues such as 
farmers’ management as a ‘dynamic process’ and coping mechanisms of herders and pastoralists. Yet, the 
proposal does not include the major factors, methods or literature for social science research.   
 
From the perspective of the proposal title ‘enhancing in situ conservation’ it would seem that topic 2 on 
development of in situ management approaches is relevant.  It is also complex and depends much on the 
analysis of the drivers of change which seems to be neglected.  In addition, there is limited discussion on 
research on incentive mechanisms (likely different for crop wild relatives, crops and livestock) and an 
overall strategy to address them—including payments from environmental services. In the section ‘what’s 
new’ there is little elaboration of what added value the multi-site approach would bring in terms of new 
analysis for broader principles.  A synthesis of what can be gleaned across the sites of previous research 
could have been expected for the standardization of the new site selection. 
 
Topic 5 addresses policy to support in situ management and availability of agricultural biodiversity.  It is 
implicitly assumed that collective benefits from germplasm sharing are aligned with individual benefits 
and that enlightened self-interest is the main factor needed to ‘unlock germplasm and information flows’.  
This should be treated as a hypothesis. To the extent that individual, national or corporate self-interest 
currently conflicts with global public interest, the question is what it would take to change that.  
 
In the Scoping Study, genetic resources policy was highlighted as deserving a coordinated approach. 
However, much of the important policy research and services relates to the international treaties and 
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agreements, the linkages of these agreements with national level policies and legislation and implications 
and requirements on the CGIAR research, genetic resources policies and practices—with a primary need 
on policies affecting the ex situ collections and exchange. Much of the policy component is not a good 
match with the other activities in this proposal focused in situ, and strengthening this work through other 
arrangements would be preferable. The critique stated in the proposal regarding the ITPGRFA is not well 
substantiated, for instance when it is claimed that the treaty restricts farmers’ access to materials in 
genebanks. It would be important for the CGIAR to immediately address any such issues if they exist. 
 
Quality of research and development partners and partnership management 
 
The partners described on p64 include primarily other Centers, and international and national 
collaborators that are traditional partners of Centers in general, and Bioversity in particular.  The French 
institutions have a strong track record in genetic diversity, especially on farm.  For addressing animal and 
fish genetic resources, other specific partnerships would need to be considered. However, this proposal 
does not appear to stretch the range of partners to explore different, more inclusive or innovative 
collaborations.  Farmers and farming communities would seem central for in situ and on farm 
conservation, but their role is not elaborated and the linkage would likely be through NGOs. It is not clear 
to what extent the proposed partners have been involved in developing this proposal. The letters of 
support are specifically about the policy research done by Bioversity in support of the CGIAR regarding 
international treaties and agreements and there is no mention of in situ conservation in them. It is also not 
clear to what extent other Center would be involved; for instance GIS mapping of agrobiodiversity is 
CIAT’s particular strength.  
 
Appropriateness and efficiency of Program management 
 
The description of program management does not convince that this research theme would be well 
integrated within CRP1.1. Both structurally and in terms of accountability it makes little sense to attempt 
to maintain some areas of on-going research through an awkward and costly relocation of this research to 
a CRP as a nearly “stand alone” research theme.  The proposal overall communicates the search of a 
square peg for a round hole large enough to accommodate it.  Although all SRT5 partners are also 
involved in CRP1.1, this proposal most clearly addresses issues that are, with the exception of livestock 
genetic resources, in Bioversity’s existing portfolio 
 
The program management structure outlined in CRP1.1 relies on a regional strategy for organizing and 
managing interdisciplinary teams pursuing the program’s strategic research themes.  With the new 
component, a sizeable amount of research would be managed without reference to the goals and priorities 
of CRP1.1 and outside the geographic mandate of CRP1.1.  It is difficult to envision how the priority 
setting process would be pursued or how the management and governance structure of CRP1.1 would be 
able to evaluate the quality and effectiveness of research in SRT5. 
 
The Agrobiodiversity SRT5 proposal has no specifics and costs of program management; and such details 
were not given in the CRP1.1 proposal either as a detailed management budget was not provided.  
Although the Centers’ overhead costs associated with their management of SRT-related activities are 
included in the budget presentations, there is no apparent allocation of any part of the USD49.6 million to 
CRP1.1’s program management costs. It appears that SRT 5 would suffer along with the other component 
elements of CRP1.1 in terms of not having evident resources allocated for communications, resource 
development, and partnership management.  There is an anticipated need to raise USD17.9 million over 
the next three years, currently identified as a funding gap.  No specific management provision is made in 
the proposal for this level of resource development, and the resource development capacity within the 
management of CRP 1.1 is notably vague. 
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The level of detail provided about research activities and the open-ended approach to potential research 
targets, do not allow confirmation of the budget request and why for instance there would be a large jump 
in personnel requirements by Bioversity and ICARDA in the second year of the program. Personnel costs 
represent 42% of the total budget, but there is no staff analysis provided. 
 
Clear accountability and financial soundness, and efficiency of governance 
 
By proposing to run USD25 million through CRP1.1, Bioversity, with the largest share of the SRT5 
funding, would place the fiduciary responsibility for a significant portion of its research program with the 
board of ICARDA, the CRP’s lead center. However, the agrobiodiversity research is only tangentially 
linked to the core research agenda of CRP1.1, which does not seem like a good recipe for efficient 
governance or financial soundness.   
 
CRP1.1 had a weak and under-described independent oversight mechanism (a single research scientist for 
each of the strategic research themes to serve as an Independent Science Advisor).  The addition of 
another advisor to accommodate SRT 5 would seem inadequate to the proposed scope of the research and 
projects envisioned in the proposal. 
